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  For everything born must truly die and truly out of death comes life. Facing what must be, cease from sorrow. All beings are invisible before birth and after death are once more invisible. They are seen between two unseens . . . There is no greater good for a warrior than to fight in a war of duty. There is a war whose fight opens the gates of heaven, Arjuna! Happy is the warrior who fights this war. Prepare for war with peace in thy soul . . . 

—The Bhagavad Gita (circa 500 BCE)


  Author’s Note

This novel’s setting is purely imaginary. I made up my own “Freedom, California.” There is, somewhere, a town called Freedom in California, but that is a different place. That “Freedom, California” is real—and mine is not. This novel’s “Freedom, California” is quite dissimilar geographically and, doubtless, in every other respect, to any real-life town of that name. Nor should anyone suppose that any town anywhere called “Freedom” is in any way the model for my fictional town.

Also please note that this novel is set a short distance in the future . . . not too far but just far enough.


  PART ONE:

  Welcome to Freedom

Streets are filled with broken hearts

Broken words never meant to be spoken—

Everything is broken

—Bob Dylan

“Everything Is Broken”


  PROLOGUE

“My name is Dickie Rockwell and I fucking rule Freedom, California!”

He yelled it at the rising tide, the churning waves; yelled it so loud he was hoarse with shouting. “My name is Dickie Fucking Rockwell and I’m twenty-seven fucking years, two fucking months and three fucking days old, and I stand before you in Freedom, fucking California, in the fucking U! . . . S! . . . A!”

Gazing over the cold October sea, staring all the way to the horizon, the edge of reality, Dickie raised his arms like a prophet. The seagulls on the beach, big dirty-white birds squawking under the gunmetal sky, were his followers. “My name is Dickie Rockwell, and I will rule, I do fucking rule! . . . in Freedom, California!” When he raised his arms he could feel the 9mm Glock, moving against the small of his back, where the pistol was stuck in his belt under his fringed brown leather jacket.

Some of his followers—the Grummon brothers and Mike Sten and Nella—were forty yards behind him, getting impatient waiting on the asphalt walk next to the highway. But they weren’t like real followers—not enough like that. They did what he said, most of the time, sure. Only, that wasn’t good enough.

But still: Dickie knew how to make things happen. He declared what he wanted, declared it to the edge of the world, and when he did that his words went echoing out over the horizon to cook in the sun’s rays out there . . . and then the declaration would come burning back—and make everything true. Sometimes it took awhile; sometimes he had to kick some ass to help it come true. God helps him who helps himself. But when he made these declarations, events seemed to line up with them, one way or the other.

He ran a few steps forward, splashing the foamy edge of the water, yelling again, “My name is Dickie Rockwell!” He turned and ran at the gulls, the leather fringe on his jacket whipping in the wind, the birds roistering around a big old log where someone had left a bag of chips half empty. “And I rule in Freedom, California!” The birds scattered before him, rising up to declare Dickie Rockwell the master of Freedom, California. He could hear it in the squawks of the seagulls. He rules!

Dickie raised his arms over his head and shouted, “Freedom California, U! S! motherfuckin’ A!”

He closed his eyes and thought: It’s coming to me. Coming to me . . . 

And sure enough, just when the gulls were starting to settle down again, Dickie felt his declaration confirmed: it was coming back to him, bounced off the edge of the world. Like a vibration in the ground, a rumble, a small earthquake shiver under the balls of his booted feet. He could even hear the rumble. Saw the birds take off again—they felt it too.

Dickie rocked in the backwash from his declaration, taking deep breaths. The sea smelled good.

Then he dropped his arms and spun around, waited one beat—and raised a fist. And his peeps up there on the asphalt walk, above the line of busted-up boulders, knew enough to give him thumbs up and fists up and nods and grins. Except for Sten, of course, but Dickie understood that—Mike Sten had to stay in who he was, stay in the Cool Thing, or he’d just melt away. He wore those dark glasses and he kept that little amused smile on his hatchet face and he just waited for the right time. That was Mike Sten.

Dickie trudged back up to his boys, feeling the cold now, the rising late afternoon wind off the sea licking damply at his neck. Nella was standing with them: a girl he fucked sometimes. She always said she was one of his boys too.

“Gettin’ cold out here,” Liddy Grummon remarked, as Dickie walked up. Liddy was squinting, the sun was in his eyes. Like his brother Randle, Liddy had a drawn out, flexible face and it got all twisted up around the squint. He wore a long, dirty gray coat over a stained San Jose Sharks jersey.

“That a complaint? Poor Liddy gettin’ cold? I was down there all of ten minutes.”

“No, I wasn’t complainin’. My ears is getting cold, but um . . . ” Liddy had a funny way of flicking his hands, like he was trying to get something off them, to emphasize every phrase. “I was just thinkin’ that with the sheriff being down at Buried Cove, this is the time to deal with Buff.” Flick.

“Good fucking thing I’ve got you to advise me, Liddy,” Dickie said, taking all intonation out of his voice as he said it.

Randle spoke up for his brother. “Dickie, come on, he just means sheriff’s not gonna be busy with a burning trailer forever . . . ” Randle was a plumper version of his younger brother; same crooked teeth and long, lank brown hair and little sharp blue eyes, but sloppy around the middle from almost perpetual beer drinking. He had a tall can in his left hand right now, in a paper sack.

“We got time,” Nella said. “Shit, Sheriff Duncan moves slow as molasses in January—in the Arctic.” She grinned. Her teeth were yellow but they were straight. One was missing, on the left corner of her smile. She was a skinny white girl, freckled, but she kept her red-brown hair cornrowed—mostly so she wouldn’t have to wash it much. She had a tattoo of a rose on her neck that said Dickie under it. The Dickie was partly crossed out, but he’d gotten back to her before she’d finished crossing it out and after a short beating Nella had decided she wanted to keep the Dickie tat. She’d even added another one, fancier, on her left tit.

He really needed to get another woman in the Sand Scouts.

“I’m pretty sure Buff was up all night,” Nella added, one hand searching through her ski jacket pockets for a cigarette. “Buff went to sleep maybe two hours ago. That’s what Twotty says.” She found a crumpled pack, half a cigarette left, lipped it out.

“Twotty’s always tweakin’, ” Dickie said. “Not reliable.”

“Ha,” Sten said. “Twotty tweakin’. ” He never actually laughed but sometimes his wolfish face drew back into a kind of snarl when he was amused and then he’d say, “Ha” out loud. Now, with a practiced, effortlessly dramatic movement, he zipped up his old-fashioned black leather jacket. Sten was skinny, got cold easy. His hair was receding, Dickie noticed. How old was Sten? Hard to tell, with him. He lived in some kind of cool-greaser Neverland where the inhabitants never seemed to age. Anyway, he was the oldest of the Sand Scouts.

“I’m already on my fucking way to see Buff,” Dickie said wearily, pushing Liddy to one side so he could cross the road into Old Town Freedom. It had been Old Town Ferry Landing before the mayor got town council to change the name. Supposed to help the tourist thing. They’d aged the signs to make them look like the place had always been called Freedom.

Dickie strode across the highway, the others hurrying to follow, as a semi-truck pulling a trailer of logs boomed past, blaring its horn angrily, just missing them by maybe two seconds, its slipstream skirling the smell of wood, diesel, peeling bark.

They walked between the coffee-and-fish smells of the Rusty Pelican café, and the incense smells of Deanna’s Gift Shoppe, where sometimes Sten bought rolling papers. Then they headed up the gravel alley to the thin, cracked concrete road that twisted its way up the hill rising over the highway. The hill shouldered most of the houses, old and new, in the central area of Freedom.

Near the top of the hill they trooped up a cracked concrete driveway to the little cracker box house where Buff lived with Twotty, when Twotty happened to be at home and not off on some speed run.

They found Buff snoring, alone, facedown, on a futon in the back bedroom. He was half-wrapped in a blue, unzipped sleeping bag on a foam-rubber futon, his fat, hairy ass exposed. His thick, pale bristly legs flopped off the futon, angled across the gray-painted wooden floor. Around him, open cardboard boxes overflowed with dirty clothes, junk food wrappers, dope paraphernalia, odds and ends of legal papers, leather pouches, dirty backpacks, empty bottles. There were no decorations in the room. One box contained brassieres, women’s underwear, leggings—Twotty’s shit, probably. Dickie didn’t see any guns or ammunition, but he noticed that one of the nylon backpacks, unzipped close to Buff’s disheveled head, was bulging just enough. He squatted by it, picked it up, felt the distinct weight of a handgun in it. He looked inside: yeah, a .45 Colt pistol. And next to it, a half-ounce of yellow-white crystals, probably bathtub meth. Didn’t look like the stuff Dickie sold.

Dickie stood up, swinging the little backpack like a pendulum, as he looked around. Buff had been staying there more than a year and he was still living out of boxes. “See, I move into a place,” Dickie said, as Sten and the others went to stand over the snoring man, “I like to spread myself over it, put my imprint on it, organize it.” It was true: his own place, at what used to be Jenner’s Jerky Ranch, was neatly organized, everything in its place, the walls covered with pictures of men he admired. Benito Mussolini, General George Patton, Julius Caesar, Erwin Rommel, Al Capone, and the white supremacist metal-rapper, Skizmo. On his bedroom door was a poster for the 1960s Omar Sharif movie Genghis Khan. He’d watched Genghis Khan on VHS six times; Patton he’d seen seven times. “But this Buff, he’s into living out of fucking cardboard boxes.”

Buff groaned and snorted and changed position, at that, and went back to snoring.

“Ha,” Sten said. “Sleeps like a baby just off the tit.”

Nella laughed. “What a big smelly hairy fucker.” She was from Winnipeg, way up north, had a slight Canadian accent. “He used to be buff, when he was takin’ the steroids, that’s why they call him Buff, but now look at him, all fat and flabby.”

“Naw, they call him Buff because he used to sell buffalo meat,” Randle said. He had a tendency to divert criticism from heavyset people. “He’s got an uncle, dude had one of those buffalo ranches and he used to go around—” He broke off, seeing Dickie staring at him.

“Randle?” Dickie said. “Shut up.”

Then Dickie kicked Buff hard in the ribs with a steel-toed boot; the boots still had sand on them from the beach. He felt a couple of Buff’s ribs crunch. The snoring abruptly became a squealing, with Buff floundering about. The Grummon brothers laughed.

Dickie drew Buff’s gun from the backpack, seeing at a glance that it was loaded, and made sure it was the first thing Buff saw when he tried to sit up, writhing around that busted rib.

“Ow! Fuck!”

Dickie pointed the gun at Buff’s head. “Buff, you’ve been selling crystal in town here and you were told not to,” Dickie said softly. “We had an understanding about who sells what, and where.”

Sten had tugged out the little .32 he liked and Nella had her buck knife open. The Grummon brothers had their .45s showing.

“Whuh the fuck, what you doin’ here, you bust my ribs, I never sold no fucking nothing in your—!”

“Stop lying,” Dickie said, his tone all calm and advisory, “or I am going to shoot you in the nuts.” He shifted the gun to point at Buff’s testicles.

Buff went to whimpering, shaking his shaggy head. He scratched in his brown beard—the kind of raggedy beard a guy grows unintentionally, because he’s forgotten about shaving. “I thought—you stopped dealing . . . ”

“I did,” Dickie said. “For a month—maybe two. Because the State Troopers came around. And we had to burn down our cookin’ trailer too. But that doesn’t mean somebody else can start up because I’m laying low, Buff. No. I was just waiting for the heat to die down. And it’s only been a few weeks. Now—everything clear?”

Buff was clutching his side; there were tears trailing through the grease on his fat, hairy cheeks. His mouth twitched and pretty obviously Buff wanted to say something about his ribs. The pain. The injustice of it all, and such. But he didn’t. He just bit his lower lip and stared at the floor. Finally he managed, “Clear. It’s clear. I got to get to a doctor, get an X-ray and shit.”

Dickie shook his head. “Oh—did I give you the wrong impression? That we were done with you just because you finally understood me? No, Buff. It’s actually too late for that. Help him get dressed, Randle. You too, Nella.”

“I got to touch the fat fuck?”

“Get it done.”

It took them some time to get him dressed enough, red hoody sweatshirt and torn sailor pants—from before Buff was kicked out of the Navy—his big belly sagging over the buttons as he staggered out the door. They’d hidden their guns away again, except Dickie had the Colt out, down close to his side.

“You want me to get my ve-hicle?” Sten asked, as they went out front. For some reason he liked to say the word like that: ve-hicle.

“No need,” Dickie said. “We got his. We gonna keep that one anyway.”

They all climbed in Buff’s big old rattletrap VW bus and drove him to the old salt quarry, about a quarter mile inland, a little ways off Seaward Road: a sandy depression in the ground where a broken earthmover rusted.

All the way there, Buff was saying things like, “I’ll pay you whatever you say, you already punished me, Dickie, you busted my ribs, fuckin’ hurts, and I didn’t even do it!” with boring repetitiveness.

Buff was jabbering like that right up until they dragged him out of the van, shoved him up against the old earthmover. Then he got quiet. His gap-toothed mouth was open wide, one hand holding up his pants, as he looked at the guns ready in their hands; how they were standing around him in a circle. The realization was suddenly there on Buff’s face. Like a man turning on the light to find he’s stepped into a nest of rattlesnakes.

“That’s right . . . ” Dickie said. “Now you’re getting it.”

He noticed an abandoned bird’s nest, a big one, in what was left of the tractor’s seat, behind Buff. Maybe an omen. Dickie believed in omens big time.

That’s when he felt the rumble under his feet again, coming from the direction of the sea. Whoa. He’d really made contact with the edge of the world!

The others felt it too, looking around, frowning. The ground shaking a little . . . 

“That’s right,” Dickie went on, “you remember how we do it, me and my people. All together, so we all take responsibility as a team.”

“This’ll be like bear hunting,” Liddy Grummon said, his face twisted around a grin.

“Ha,” Sten said. “Bear hunt. Cornered that ol’ bear.”

“No—listen—” Buff licked his lips. “I thought of something you want to know. It’s about Shipman—he’s—”

“Shut the fuck up,” Dickie hissed, pointing his gun at Buff’s leg. Good place to start.

“No!” Buff yelled, and tried to run, but Dickie shot the big man’s right knee out from under him, and he went down, spurting leg kicking, and then the others were shooting down at Buff—the Grummons and Sten, firing with an ear-bruising racket of gunshots.

“Enough!” Dickie shouted, after a few seconds. They stopped, as the acrid blue smoke drifted around them.

What had Buff said? Shipman? He didn’t like to think about Shipman so he’d told Buff to shut up, but now that he considered it, he wanted to know. “What’d he say about Shipman?” Dickie asked, waving smoke away.

Liddy Grummon squinted at him through the smoke. “Joe Shipman—from when we was in Sea Scouts. He came back to town. He’s trying to sell his old house or something. Might still be in town . . . ”

Joe Shipman. Within reach.

Buff gargled and sobbed and bubbled. All those shots, but Buff wasn’t dead yet. He was dying, a pool of dark red already sinking into the sandy ground around him, but he was still wiggling around, and groaning. So Dickie gestured to Nella, telling her to get in close with the knife.

Everyone had to be part of it. They all had to commit. She got in close, knelt by Buff, and he thought he saw a sort of Mother Teresa look on her face. Sometimes she pretended she was harder than she was.

Maybe it was more like when his mom had taken him to get the Rottweiler put down. The vet’d had a look like that, injecting the hotshot into the dog’s neck. Just getting it done.

She cut Buff’s throat. The ground rumbled in approval.


  ONE

How long had they been driving? Five hours?

Russ’s dad had picked him up at the San Francisco airport, and they’d started driving north in the old Volvo immediately, heading for a little town on the coast. The town was called Freedom. Russ had never been there. The road, clinging to the cliffs over the sea, was making him sick to his stomach, with all the curves. And Russ had to pee.

He didn’t want to be a baby about it and complain. Probably his dad already thought he was kind of lame, about to turn twenty-one and still living at Mom’s house, back in Akron. Then mom says she’s kicking him out, gets dad to take him in. Even lamer. “Start over fresh in California,” she says. What is this, Mom, 1850?

They had Karen for comparison. His sister, just two years older, was a sharp contrast: a star academic at Brown, a graduate research assistant. Russ had two years vaguely majoring in English with a concentration in American Literature at the University of Akron, and not much to show for it, except he’d read a lot of Steinbeck and Fitzgerald and . . . some Melville.

Why should he care what his old man thought? His father had moved away from Ohio, come out to California—and why? Dad kind of lost his right to judge him, when he moved out, didn’t he?

Only, he was in his dad’s pocket right now. He was broke and his dad had paid his way out here, claiming there was a landscaping job waiting in Freedom. Okay, he’d stay with his dad for a while. Didn’t mean he was a loser.

Not that his dad had ever called him a loser. But “Your life has no direction” was more or less the same, wasn’t it? Last time they’d had that talk, on the phone, it had been like:

RUSS: Dad, what direction have you had? Wandering around the country . . . 

DAD: I wasn’t wandering, I went where the work was. I have a degree. I have a job.

RUSS: Degrees are meaningless now. I need to find something that matters to me. I don’t want to just survive.

DAD: You think nothing matters to me?

RUSS: I didn’t say that. But you moved out of state. So . . . 

DAD: You don’t know all the facts, Russ—you don’t know what really matters. That’s where you’re confused . . . 

Russ had made an excuse and gotten off the phone. Then things got bad with him and Mom, and six weeks later, here he was.

And he still had to pee. “Dad? Is there a rest stop?”

“We’re only about twenty minutes from Freedom.”

Russ crossed his legs more tightly. “Twenty minutes from getting out of this car. That’ll be freedom, all right.”

He glanced at his dad to see if the remark had annoyed him. But Dad was smiling. He was a broad-bodied, tanned, solid man of medium height, stiff brown hair speckled with gray; a man who liked outdoors stuff, was reading a biography of Thoreau, wore thick plaid shirts that Russ associated with lumberjacks. His dad was a long way from being a lumberjack, but he was a contrast to his gangly, pale son, who had gotten his mom’s jet-black hair and brown eyes. Dad liked Hank Williams, 1950s rockabilly, country swing, and folk; Russ liked ironic punk-styled bands—and the smarter hip-hop, like Immortal Technique and Aesop and Juji. Dad liked baseball; Russ hated sports. Dad didn’t drink; Russ liked to get smashed with his friends. That was something he might have inherited from his mom too. Never an obvious alcoholic, she was irritable, in the evening, before getting a couple drinks inside her.

Russ missed his mom and he didn’t miss her, at the same time.

“There’s a wide spot up there,” Dad said, suddenly. “You need me to pull over?”

“For sure.”

Dad pulled over in a wide graveled place in the road and Russ gratefully got out of the musty car, into fresh air and room to move, the small muscles in his legs twitching with the stretch.

He walked a short ways into the fir trees, picked a spot behind a tree. The spot smelled, pleasantly and sharply, of the conifer needles dropped around its trunk. Douglas fir? he wondered, as he peed against the trunk, admiring the patterns of bright green lichen—and a small tree frog, like something carved from emerald, clinging just above the roots. “I’m being careful to miss you, little dude,” he said. “But avoid this side of the tree for a while.”

Halfway back toward the car Russ stopped, just standing there, feeling the ground ripple under him, hearing a distant rumble.

What was that? Big breakers in a sea cave under them? The car was just a hundred feet or so from the edge of a seaside cliff.

Russ hurried back to the car, feeling nervous, unsure why. But noticing the flocks of sea birds flying inward, from the sea, not far overhead, hearing their brassy collective noise. The birds looked like they were in a hurry, something frantic about their winging; their clamoring, piercing calls.

The wind picked up, ruffling his long black hair, making the tip of his prominent nose tingle. He sniffed, wondering, as he got back into the car, if he was getting a cold.

“Feel better?” Dad asked, looking in the side mirror at the road. Jerking the car back on the highway with the abruptness that so annoyed Mom, ten years before. Dad said it was “decisive” driving.

They’d fought about that, her and Dad; about lots of things, but especially, where to live. Dad had wanted to move away from Akron, find someplace rural in California or Oregon. “Somewhere a person can stretch out and breathe,” he’d say.

Russ had been eleven when his parents had broken up: Dad insisting his mom quit drinking; Mom deflecting the drinking issue by claiming he was having an affair. After the divorce, one night, when she was in fact a little drunk, she admitted to Russ that “Dad’s affair” had probably been in her imagination. That little revelation struck Russ hard, right in the pit of his stomach. He’d been sympathizing with Mom, had taken her side. Then it turned out her “imagination” had wrecked the marriage and damaged his relationship with Dad.

Life went on. Dad worked for two more years in Akron, then saw his chance to move to California. He’d taken a job teaching civics at a community college in Santa Clara. The teaching gig eventually ended—Russ had never been clear if Dad had lost the job or quit—and now he had some kind of county statistics job up here, in Deer Creek, and he was just getting by. He had to commute inland from Freedom for more than an hour to get to his office, but didn’t have to make the drive five days a week; he did some of his work from home.

“You know, Freedom’s got its peculiarities,” Dad said, glancing out his window at another noisy flight of birds heading inland.

“You mean the town, right?” Russ smiled.

“Yeah, the town.”

“How come it’s named ‘Freedom’?” Russ asked. “That’s sort of a weird name.”

“They changed the name of the town to Freedom about six years ago. It used to be called Ferry Landing. The town had a ferry, of sorts, long time ago, that went up and down the coast from there, like to Buried Cove and Molly’s Harbor.”

“How come they changed the name?” Russ asked.

“Oh, that’s a long story. Basically—” Dad twisted about in his seat, trying to get more comfortable, audibly cracking his neck. “—basically, it was Lon Ferrara’s idea.”

“Ferrari, like the car?”

“No, Ferrara. Mayor of the town. He owns like four businesses in the area—maybe five or six, I lost count. Kind of guy who hates paying taxes and probably does just about anything to avoid them.”

“Everybody complains about taxes.”

“Yeah, but he says taxation is theft. Ferrara’s extreme about it. He’s a libertarian. Hard core. There’s different kinds of libertarianism, but essentially the concept is to minimize government and maximize individual freedom. That’s the main idea.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard. Sounds good in theory.”

“Doesn’t work very well in real life. Plus Ferrara’s tied in with that teabagger bunch. He’s the local Tea Party chairman. Likes to quote that line of Ronald Reagan’s—‘Government doesn’t solve the problem, it is the problem.’ Ferrara’s given his version a fancy monicker—the Decentralization Movement.” He shook his head. “All I know is the schools are barely functioning now. We were supposed to have a privatized fire department here. Never materialized. Mayor sold the firetrucks we had to pay for the Old Town decorations. The privatization of garbage pickup never came through either, so we have to drive our stuff over to the dump ourselves. And he hassled people into voting the town a new name. That’s how we got ‘Freedom’!” Dad shook his head again in disgust. “I wrote a letter to the Ferry Courier, complaining we didn’t have the freedom to say no to naming the town Freedom. They didn’t print the letter, naturally—Ferrara owns the Courier. Which is now called the Freedom Courier.”

Russ snorted. “They’re not, like, skilled at picking up on irony.”

Dad chuckled. “You got that right.” He took another curve, and added, “You know, the libertarians pulled off a win on that Supreme Court case last year and the county’s been going to hell in a handbasket since. Among other things, the Decentralizers have gotten rid of emergency services, dumped search and rescue in this area. Gotten rid of all the cops but two! One and a half, really—one sheriff and a kind of town patrolman up in Buried Cove. Punks running wild . . . ”

“Hey, whoa, what’s wrong with punks?”

His dad grinned. Russ had been in an Akron neo-punk band. “Not those kind of punks.”

“I was just playin’. You mean the, uh . . . ”

“Yeah, the drug dealing, thieving kind. Hey, check it out—up ahead, that’s Seaward Road. It’s a highway, really. We go east on Seaward and then turn right on Ferry Lane and we’ll be home. My apartment. Not much, but it’s warm. Just a block from the new apartment building I got you the landscaping work on, right down the street from us.”

They passed a sign:

WELCOME TO

FREEDOM, CALIFORNIA

Pop. 2200

Lon Ferrara was holding court in The Bobbing Buoy Bar and Barbecue when Jenkins first started yelling about the advisory. Ferrara stood at the end of the bar, one boot on the old-fashioned brass foot rail, facing half a dozen bar customers, five assorted men and one woman. He was hoisting a schooner of Doublehit from his own microbrewery up in Buried Cove, slopping some on the bar as he gestured in emphasis. “Privatization is efficiency!” he said, trying to ignore Old Jenkins. The haggard, white-bearded old man had worked for the government meteorological station for seventeen years, though he was no meteorologist himself—just a drunken retiree, really, at this point. Jenkins was stumping up and down the wooden sidewalk outside, pausing to wave his aluminum cane, bellowing about the warning he’d gotten on the Internet at the senior center, and how Monterey and Santa Cruz were on some kind of advisory or “seismo alert” or some fucking thing. Christ, Monterey and Santa Cruz were a long damn ways south, south of the Bay Area, even, what did that have to do with Freedom?

“Privatization is efficiency,” Ferrara repeated, liking the phrase, looking around with satisfaction at the bar; sawdust on the sagging wooden floor, dark wood trimming around the high, patterned-tin ceiling. A hundred thirty years old, this place—a monument to the nineteenth century’s way of doing things. Make your own rules. “Privatization changes everything,” Ferrara went on. “No government waste. No inflated bureaucratic wages. And if we want firefighter services that’s how we’ll get them. We’ll get our emergency services—they’ll be privatized. I’m working on that one.” Ferrara was a big-shouldered man with short legs and a long, heavy torso, dyed dark brown hair—the most difficult-to-spot hair plugs money could buy. He had dark, quizzical eyes, a tweedy blazer. “But to make it happen right you need competition for the service! Competition is practically synonymous with efficiency!”

“Synonymous,” Hilly said, nodding, one hand combing his iron-gray beard, his rheumy eyes flicking questioningly at his whiskey glass. Like he was wondering how it had emptied itself.

Mario Ferrara, the bartender—an older, jowlier, aproned version of his brother Lon—came over with a bar towel and sopped up the ale without comment. Lon could slop all of the beer in the place, if he wanted. He owned the bar, and nearly owned his brother too, at this point.

“If competition makes for efficiency,” Jill said, “then how come there’s never any competition when private companies take over public services?” Jill Hushbeck was a willowy woman with gray streaks showing in her long, straight dark-blond hair; her hazel eyes were difficult to see behind her thick glasses. Why didn’t she wear contacts, for crying out loud? She was almost legally blind without those heavy-duty specs. But Ferrara could feel her watching him attentively. Waiting to get the rhetorical jump on him. “There’s just one company taking over—usually pre-arranged—and no one to compete with them once they’ve started.”

“Well, Jill . . . I’ll tell you . . . ” He paused to look her over. Hard to read her face behind those Coke-bottle glasses.

They’d gotten in a lot of debates, him and this woman, last time he campaigned for mayor—to Ferrara she stood for the shrinking Old Guard liberal element around town. Which was why he’d eased her out of the editorial job at the newspaper. Now she worked full-time trying to sell real estate and she was barely hanging on in this market.

But despite the thick glasses, she was an attractive woman; a tall woman in her forties, she filled out the black turtleneck sweater and those designer jeans nicely. Her long, delicate fingers toyed with the stem of her glass, swirling her chardonnay. He’d never seen her drink two glasses of wine in one sitting.

Like to get in there, he thought. Get a piece of that.

But she’d never go for it. Maybe he could make some kind of real estate deal for her, maybe that’d make her more pliable. But he doubted it, even then. Anyway, his wife had moved out, gone to live in Monterey with her sister, was plotting a divorce, and he didn’t want to give Wilamina any ammunition to use against him in court. He’d lose too much money if she got the divorce she wanted. He was already overextended.

“I’ll tell you what, Jill,” Ferrara said at last, “I don’t know what sources of information you’re trusting, but privatization has got to be more efficient. It’s in the nature of things.”

“Around here—who are we supposed to get to be the privatized fire control company, Mayor? Your company, that’s what we’ll get—no one else around to do it. Where’s the free-market competition for that?”

“Heh, she got you there,” Mario said, chuckling. “She—”

Ferrara shot his brother a glare and Mario, realizing he was risking his meal ticket, shut up quick—Mario owed his brother about sixty thousand dollars. Lon had bought out Mario’s failed night club in North Beach. Sold it, and paid off his debts.

“You’re just misinformed, Jill . . . ” He paused, feeling the floor shivering under him. What the hell was that buzzing in the floor? Termites?

“Gotta stay informed, stay on the smart side,” Hilly said loyally, vigorously nodding, toying significantly with his empty glass.

Ferrara ignored him, not in the mood to be nudged into buying Hilly’s drinks. “The fact is . . . ”

He broke off, frowning, as Old Jenkins stumped by the window again, then paused to bang on it with the rubber tip of his cane.

“You people listening in there?” Jenkins yelled, his voice muted by the window. “We got an advisory!”

“You break that window you’ll pay for it, Jenkins!” Ferrara boomed back at him. “Senile old prick.”

Some of the others laughed. Jill put her wine glass down, crossed to the front door, peered out, shading her eyes from the lowering sun.

“What’s going on, Mr. Jenkins?” she asked.

He nattered something back at her, Ferrara caught the words warning, evacuation, earthquake, global warming clustershake . . .

“What horseshit,” Ferrara said. “Back to this global warming nonsense.”

Mario opened his mouth like he was going to argue—they’d lost some beachland to the sea rising right here, it was true, the beach was narrower than it used to be; the cliffs a little shorter. Then there was the crazy weather variance around the world. So what—global warming could be a natural cycle caused by sunspots—you get some variation.

“I heard those clustershakes around the oceans are a real thing,” Mario said, shrugging. “Just saying.”

“The whole idea that global warming could trigger earthquakes, tidal waves, and shit—” Ferrara laughed “—makes no goddamn sense! What’s one got to do with the other?”

Jill came back into the bar, chewing a lip worriedly. “Mr. Jenkins is pretty certain there’s an advisory for this part of the coast . . . ”

Ferrara rolled his eyes. “Like we wouldn’t have heard. Okay, Mario, put on the television.”

Mario nodded, used a remote to switch on the television over the bar. It got its feed from a satellite and right now it was showing a rugby game. Mario had a thing about rugby.

“No emergency broadcast on there,” Ferrara observed. “You see? Gimme another Doublehit, Mario . . . and what the hell, another drink for Hilly.”


  TWO

Russ was leaning on the redwood railing of the apartment’s balcony, looking down at the town of Freedom and the sea beyond. The air did seem clean, bracing, aromatic here. Smelling of brine, and wood smoke, and the fallen leaves under the oaks flanking the apartment building.

There were binoculars on the railing—Dad was a “birder”—and Russ picked them up, thinking he’d look out to sea, but he held the binoculars against his chest, just looking around . . . 

Two hills overlooked the sea, which was a bit more than a quarter mile away; the higher hill to the north, Russ’s right, was ringed with old wooden houses, along a winding street—an almost ziggurat effect—set off by those seaside trees that seemed to lean back from the ocean, spruces shaped by years of exposure to the steady wind so they were sculpted like bonsai. A saddle dipped, where Seaward Road passed between the two hills. Ferry Lane circled south from Seaward, to the lower hill, with newer apartments and condos. Dad said a lot of them were owned by Lon Ferrara.

“Hi,” said a girlish voice below. “So you got here.”

Russ looked down to see a young woman about his age, maybe a little younger, with a tanned, heart-shaped face, sunglasses pushed back over her spiky honey-colored hair. She wore a dark green sweatshirt, Army fatigue pants, Doc Marten boots. Even at this distance he could see the sharp blue of her eyes.

“Whassup?” Russ said, casually, hoping that sounded cool without trying to sound cool. “Got here—uh, yeah, we got here.” That didn’t sound cool. He wished he still smoked—better to have a cigarette in his hand right now, instead of binoculars.

“My grandma pointed you out, she knows your dad. If your dad is Drew Haver?”

“Yeah.”

“ ’Kay, well, I’m supposed to invite you guys to have dinner, some kind of veggie stew. I think she really sent me so we could meet, which is, you know—lame.” The girl shrugged. “But I don’t know anyone around here. She worries about it. Wants me to make friends. My Gram’s really nice, it’s hard to tell her no. But she’s a vegetarian. So it’ll be, like, all tofu.”

“Oh.” Her grandmother had put her up to talking to him. He’d hoped she’d talked to him on her own initiative.

Another flock of birds passed raucously over, heading inland. “There go some more,” she said. “Birds have been coming in, like there’s a big storm out there. I felt the ground shaking too. There was something on the radio . . . ” She frowned.

“What kind of something?”

“I don’t know, it got fuzzy, something about Monterey and seismic advisories. Makes me nervous, I grew up in San Francisco.”

“Yeah? Supposed to be a great place to live.”

“It’s not so great. Earthquakes. Two since the clusterquakes thing started. Not that big but—got kinda ugly. And it’s expensive. And, you know—people get shot. I was living in Potrero Hill, though, that’s pretty tight. But then my mom died, and my dad was already dead, so I came to stay with my Gram. What you looking at with those binoculars?”

“Um—nothing yet. Not even sure how to use ’em.”

“You having the stew?”

“I’ll ask my dad if he . . . I mean, you know, probably. Um—I’m Russ.”

“Oh yeah. Pendra.”

“Pendra?”

“Yeah. My mom was all about Celtic stuff. Something to do with that.”

She looked at him and he could feel her evaluating him and he thought, I look like a fucking worse dork than usual from this angle, for sure.

He said, “I’ll ask my dad about the dinner.” He hesitated, then added, “I felt the ground shake too.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah—it was . . . a ways from here.” Another ragged flight of shrieking birds overhead, and a rumbling from the ocean. He looked out to sea—and what he saw puzzled him.

The horizon had changed. It was white and frothy out there, now. A line of white, straight as a rule, erased the horizon’s curve.

“Christ. I cannot believe I agreed to this,” Brand muttered.

His full name was Brando Marlon Robinson. His mother had been a Brando fan. She’d also been more than a little crazy. But Mom was no longer in a mental hospital; at seventy-four, living in a San Diego condo, she was more cheerful than Brand, who was now forty-seven.

“You see?” Songbird said, leaning toward him, with her best look of compassion. “You cannot believe! And that is the problem.” She shook her head sadly. “The way people talk is full of unintended messages about them.”

Maybe he was sitting here with this woman because she talked like his half-cracked mom. Her real name was probably Susan or something, Brand supposed. She was thirteen years younger than he was, a pert woman with a mauve streak in her mane of curly red hair, a tattoo of a hummingbird on her right wrist, and she was presuming to coach him on his life. She was a “life coach.”

They sat on his broad back porch on Highcrest Street, the covered porch people usually put out front on a big ramshackle wooden house like this one, but it had been built here for the view. Below the tiers of houses and highway, the beach was a swath of gray and tan at the foot of the larger hill that crowned the town of Freedom.

“Songbird” was wearing a canary-colored Patagonia hiking coat and Rain Bird pants; Brand was wearing a regular ski jacket, grimy orange, and jeans—it was cold out here, the wind always swiping at the house. They were drinking mugs of green tea, something he almost never drank. His daughter, who lived in Santa Cruz, had given him the tea, as well as this session. The
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